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Introduction 
The author will argue in this article that top-down, state-to-state diplomacy can be usefully 
complemented by promoting interactions between local communities spanning the Armenian-
Turkish border. As far back as 1955 the UŶited NatioŶs puďlished ͚Social Progress through 
Community Development͛, iŶ ǁhiĐh it ĐoŶĐluded that ǁhilst ͞GoǀeƌŶŵeŶts haǀe a ǀital ƌole to plaǇ 
iŶ aĐhieǀiŶg eĐoŶoŵiĐ aŶd soĐial pƌogƌess…suĐh pƌogƌess ĐaŶ ďe aĐĐeleƌated, espeĐiallǇ iŶ aƌeas 
which are less developed economically, if the latent abilities and energies of the people are utilized 
in self-help activities for the improvement of their communities͟ ;page ϭϭϲͿ. 
The article is presented in linked sections: The first will explain what bottom-up community 
development is. In section two, a series of starting points are set down as practical mechanisms 
through which suspicion can be broken down and mutual interest fostered across the sealed border. 
The article then moves to confront difficulties facing such a localised approach, before concluding 
with recommendations in favour of modest, sustained and constructive actions that benefit Turkish 
and Armenian villages and towns lying close to the border; so that through multiple small-scale 
ventures the barrier may transform into a route for social, economic and environmental 
improvement.  
͞The challeŶge ahead is to traŶsforŵ old frontiers into borders secured through trade and 
human interactions. Cross-border cooperation will be the reconciliation with geography and 
the triuŵph of people oǀer history͟ [tepav, 2009: 3] 
 
 ͞The keǇ puƌpose of ĐoŵŵuŶitǇ deǀelopŵeŶt ǁoƌk is ĐolleĐtively to bring about social change and 
justiĐe ďǇ ǁoƌkiŶg ǁith ĐoŵŵuŶities͟ ;NatioŶal OĐĐupatioŶal “taŶdaƌds NO“ iŶ CoŵŵuŶitǇ 
Development Work 2003, online). The updated 2009 Occupational Standards also emphasise people 
ǁoƌkiŶg togetheƌ to iŵpƌoǀe ͞the Ƌuality of their own lives, the communities in which they live, and 
soĐieties of ǁhiĐh theǇ aƌe a paƌt.͟ ;LifeloŶg LeaƌŶiŶg UK ;ϮϬϬϵ: ϰ.Ϳ 
On the eve of the twenty-first century, development specialist & academic Robert Chambers (in 
Warburton 1998: 121) argued that people͛s ĐapaĐitǇ to do thiŶgs ĐaŶ ďe eŶhaŶĐed ͞thƌough 
leaƌŶiŶg, pƌaĐtiĐe, tƌaiŶiŶg aŶd eduĐatioŶ͟,  leading to greater well-being. This implies that peer-to-
peer learning by community activists on both sides of the border, offers a direct and powerful means 
of do-it-yourself improvement. 
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 As an adjunct, Francis and Henderson (1992: 75) observed that it is essential for those engaged in 
ĐoŵŵuŶitǇ deǀelopŵeŶt ͞to suppoƌt loĐal people, aŶd soŵetiŵes this should take the foƌŵ of 
eduĐatioŶ aŶd tƌaiŶiŶg.͟ “uĐh suppoƌt for localised community development has found practical 
expression through programmes at the European and national level: The European LEADER (Liaisons 
Entre Actions de DévelopeŵeŶt de l͛EĐoŶoŵie ‘uƌaleͿ iŶitiatiǀes haǀe siŶĐe ϭϵϵϭ, foƌ eǆaŵple, 
suppoƌted ǀoĐatioŶal tƌaiŶiŶg to ͞deǀelop the skills of loĐal people aŶd so eŶaďle theŵ to paƌtiĐipate 
more fully in the local economy and socio-Đultuƌal life͟ ;‘aǇ, ϭϵϵϲ: ϭϱϲͿ. This EU dimension assumes 
sigŶifiĐaŶĐe, foƌ eǆaŵple, iŶ ƌelatioŶ to the Tuƌkish GoǀeƌŶŵeŶt͛s disĐussioŶs aƌouŶd aĐĐessioŶ to 
the Union. Similarly ECOVAST (The pan-European European Council for the Village and Small Town) – 
in 2008 - adǀoĐated ͞enabling local communities in civil society to influence local policies, methods 
of applying finance and implementation.͟ IŶ this ƌegaƌd, ǁhetheƌ iŶ deǀeloped oƌ deǀelopiŶg 
countries, there is an established and continuing community-based trajectory to policies, 
programmes, projects and practices….oŶ ǁhiĐh to ďuild. 
At root, community development offers a pragmatic way forward for individuals and communities in 
the vicinity of the Turkish-Armenia closed border:    
Community development ͞is aďout ͚gettiŶg thiŶgs doŶe͛…ďut it is also aďout the Đƌeatiǀe 
development of people – people working together to support eachother, involving and giving power 
and responsibility to disadvantaged people, growing in confidence and competence through active 
participation, confroŶtiŶg iŶeƋualities iŶ soĐietǇ.͟ ;FƌaŶĐis & HeŶdeƌsoŶ, 1992:2). It offers a practical 
means to get things done; but also amplifies individual and collective capacity (to get things done). 
So the very act of involvement can establish a virtuous circle of further participation and skills 
accumulation. Community involvement also emphasises the importance of processes (how decisions 
are reached) and products (tangible results flowing from collaboration). 
 
Starting points for Turkish-Armenian local community collaborations 
Given long-standing mistrust between Armenians and Turks, community development offers a 
gradual, steady, longer-term possibility, and limited risk in pursuit of mutually beneficial actions. In 
particular, self-interest represents a key starting point for cross-border working.  Derounian (1996) 
put forward four forms of self-interest that drive individual involvement in local community 
initiatives – commercial or financial gain, personal advantage, political advancement or legal 
requirement. Derounian goes oŶ to ĐoŶteŶd that ͞self-interest is the most powerful motive for 
iŶdiǀidual deǀelopŵeŶt of…ĐoŵŵuŶitǇ pƌojeĐts.͟ IŶ the Đase of ĐoŵŵuŶities Đlose to the ďoƌdeƌ - 
such as Kars & Gyumri (on the Armenian side) and Erzurum & Van (in Turkey) – there is clear and 
ƌepeated eǀideŶĐe that  ͞ƌeopeŶiŶg of the ďoƌdeƌ ǁould gƌeatlǇ ďeŶefit AƌŵeŶia͛s eĐoŶoŵǇ aŶd 
societǇ…..TuƌkeǇ also loses sigŶifiĐaŶtlǇ fƌoŵ the Đlosuƌe, ǁhile haǀiŶg ŵuĐh to gaiŶ fƌoŵ a policy 
ƌeǀeƌsal.͟ ;EuƌopeaŶ PaƌliaŵeŶt Coŵŵittee oŶ FoƌeigŶ Affaiƌs, ϮϬϬϳ: Ϯ & TE“EV & CauĐasus 
Institute, 2009). Although it is fully acknowledged that anger and a sense of injustice represent 
counter-weights to such self-interest. There is nothing wrong with self-interest, so long as it is made 
explicit and transparent – ǁhǇ shouldŶ͛t iŶdiǀiduals gaiŶ as ǁell as theiƌ ĐoŵŵuŶities? 
Localised Community Development 
 
3 
 
So how can you make a constructive change against the backdrop of long-standing enmity and 
dispute? 
Small scale, modest, and speedy projects ;͞ƋuiĐk ǁiŶs͟Ϳ can build trust & confidence as positive 
changes are witnessed by local people, on the ground. For example, ‘soft gaiŶs͛ ĐaŶ ĐoŶstitute a 
ƌelatiǀelǇ safe staƌtiŶg poiŶt; that ĐaŶ, iŶ tuƌŶ, lead to ͚hard ďeŶefits͛: whereby shared cultures, 
festivals, traditions, food and drink, music, arts and crafts may feed into money-making tourist 
initiatives. The Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation, for example, points to multiple ventures, building 
small scale ties, cross border projects with women, children, artists, photographers & academics, 
going on for at least 5 years. An example of this is the 2015 Hrant Dink Foundation-sponsored cross 
border photographiĐ eǆhiďitioŶ, ͞Beyond the River͟, focusing on the border experience of the 
villagers of BagaƌaŶ ;AƌŵeŶiaͿ aŶd Halıkışak ;TuƌkeǇͿ situated along – and divided by - a river. A key 
message from these portraits is the fact that you have no idea whether you are looking at an 
AƌŵeŶiaŶ oƌ Tuƌk…..ďut ǁhat theǇ do ĐoŶǀeǇ is a uŶitǇ that those photogƌaphed aƌe ďoƌdeƌ people, 
connected through hardship, history, geography, landmaƌks….. 
The case of Corrymeela (Northern Ireland) is particularly instructive in terms of conflict resolution 
between warring (Protestants and Catholics) groups that has persisted over generations. 
͞Corrymeela's mission is: embracing difference, healing division and enabling reconciliation. Our 
vision is of a peaceful and sustainable society based on social justice, positive relationships and 
respect for diversity.͟ The Corrymeela Community was founded in 1965. 
(http://www.corrymeela.org/ ). Work over 50 years illustrates the long-term nature of rebuilding 
trust, of practising community development and seeking intra and inter-generational sustainability. 
Quick wins maybe be first steps but they argue that there are no quick fixes. In Northern Ireland, for 
example, dismantling of official peace lines – only for these to be re-built elsewhere by communities 
themselves – illustrates the impact of the ͚ǁeight of histoƌǇ͛ in hindering change – though this, of 
course, is not a reason for not trying.  
CoƌǇŵeela͛s ǁoƌk oŶ tƌuth aŶd ƌeĐoŶĐiliatioŶ ŵaŶifests itself thƌough ǀoluŶteeƌiŶg aŶd pƌogƌaŵŵes 
foƌ ǇouŶg adults, pƌiŵaƌǇ & seĐoŶdaƌǇ sĐhools. ͞Today there are approximately 160 Community 
members and more than 5,000 friends living throughout Ireland and beyond͟ ;CoƌǇŵeela oŶliŶeͿ 
This pƌoǀides a pƌaĐtiĐal eǆaŵple, of hoǁ hatƌed of ͚the otheƌ͛ ĐaŶ ƌeduĐe iŶ the faĐe of soĐial 
interactions, such as eating together.  
Lovett (et al, 1994: ϭϴϱͿ asseƌt that ͞ĐoŵŵuŶitǇ deǀelopŵeŶt has provided a bridge across the 
community divide. It has acted as a form of social cement preventing N. Ireland from sliding into a 
BosŶiaŶ situatioŶ….it has a ƌole to plaǇ iŶ easiŶg ĐoŶfliĐt…stƌessiŶg its ĐoŶĐeƌŶ ǁith eƋualitǇ, 
deŵoĐƌaĐǇ aŶd eŵpoǁeƌŵeŶt.͟ 
This notion is reinforced by Jenny Pearce (Peace Studies, Bradford University, 2009: 11) who argues 
foƌ ͛͞seĐuƌitǇ fƌoŵ ďeloǁ͛….to huŵaŶise seĐuƌitǇ pƌoǀisioŶ ďǇ foĐusiŶg atteŶtioŶ oŶ the liǀed 
eǆpeƌieŶĐes of iŶseĐuƌitǇ…‘ethiŶkiŶg seĐuƌitǇ fƌoŵ ďeloǁ is Ŷot a suggestion for replacing the state; 
it is instead an attempt to increase the capacity of communities and local level actors to articulate 
theiƌ deŵaŶds…ďased oŶ agƌeed Ŷoƌŵs aŶd deŵoĐƌatiĐ pƌiŶĐiples…͟  
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Cross-border tourism represents a further opportunity, based on (shared) customs, cuisine, 
traditions, festivals, as well as the dramatic scenery of the region, may all appeal to those in diaspora 
or who have emigrated – but wish to introduce their families or re-introduce themselves to where 
they may have been born, or where ancestors came from. An extension of this idea is the possibility 
of a community/regional Supporters Club: in the Swedish village of Lovvik former residents scattered 
around the globe contributed knowledge, contacts and finance to build an elder-care centre. 
Additionally the ĐoŵŵuŶitǇ ͞Đƌeated aŶ aŶŶual aĐĐoƌdioŶ festiǀal ǁith up to ϭ,ϬϬϬ ǀisitoƌs, ŵaŶǇ 
fƌoŵ otheƌ ĐouŶtƌies, iŶ ǁhiĐh the loĐal ƌesideŶts pƌoǀide aĐĐoŵŵodatioŶ iŶ theiƌ oǁŶ hoŵes͟ 
(Onyx & Edwards, 2010:12). Food & drink – cooking and partying – are deemed to be an enjoyable 
and sociable basis for community interaction (Community Food & Health, Scotland, online). A 
further example of heritage-based action comes from another Swedish village – Överhogdal – in 
ϭϵϭϬ a ǀisitiŶg aƌtist took ͞a look in the three sheds by the church. The church had recently been 
restored, and one of the sheds was used to store old planks and all kinds of rubbish from the old 
church interior. Right inside the door lay a bundle of textiles͟, which turned out to be an 11th century 
tapestry depicting Norse mythology; and in particular the Yggdrasil (tree of life) 
 
And what about harnessing local council resources to initiate joint projects: road improvements that 
cross the border, joint marketing ventures, and tourist itineraries that weave across the divide to 
take in historic, religious and other sites. Each Turkish town of 2,000+ people, for example, is a 
municipality headed by an elected mayor; whilst smaller units are villages (köy derneg), in which 
headmen supervise implementation of community projects & administers directives from higher 
authorities. Village councils already decide labour and money contributions from residents for road 
maintenance and other community improvements. Their counterpart authorities in Armenia 
comprise elders and a community-elected head. The average population of an Armenian community 
is (just) 2,350 – implying that intercommunalite/ joint working would generate economies of scale; 
and overcome what the Council of Europe (online) has termed AƌŵeŶia͛s ͞fƌagŵeŶted, sŵall-
ŵuŶiĐipalitǇ sǇsteŵ of loĐal goǀeƌŶŵeŶt͟. Intercommunalite in France enables small municipalities 
(local councils) to join together to provide services such as household waste collection & public 
transport or to jointly conceive and deliver economic development.  
There is a further opportunity open to and through religious groups and leaders – both Christian and 
Muslim - built upon doctrinal imperatives of toleration and partnership. US academic, Jamal, writes 
that voluntarism is ͞integral to the dailǇ liǀes of ŵaŶǇ Musliŵs͟. Similarly the New Testament (Book 
of Galatians, Đhapteƌ ϱͿ eǆhoƌts ChƌistiaŶs to ͞serve one another in love͟. There is furthermore, clear 
research evidence that those ͚of faith͛ aƌe ŵost likelǇ to ďe aĐtiǀe ĐitizeŶs aŶd to eŶgage iŶ 
community development and organising (Derounian, 2014: 8). This opening can be facilitated by 
clergy and imams, as well as their congregations. 
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The Armenia Round Table, for example, ͞aims to strengthen the most vulnerable communities at 
different levels and build up community based groups in a responsive and self-reliant mode.͟ 
Sports offer another avenue for cross-ďoƌdeƌ iŶteƌaĐtioŶ aŶd ĐoopeƌatioŶ. This ŵiƌƌoƌs the ͚footďall 
diploŵaĐǇ͛ ĐoŶduĐted iŶ ϮϬϬϴ ďetǁeeŶ the Tuƌkish aŶd AƌŵeŶiaŶ GoǀeƌŶŵeŶts ;EĐoŶoŵist oŶliŶeͿ. 
Sport England, for example, published & promoted Building communities: developing strong, 
sustainable & cohesive communities through sport (2008, online). Similarly the Calouste Gulbenkian 
Foundation has financed links between young adults across the sealed border; on the basis that 
young people are more likely to display openness, fresh thinking, and be less tainted by history and 
entrenched hostilities.  
The concerted combination of complementary individual and community skills represents a practical 
response to limited resources and the possiďilitǇ of Aƌistotle͛s statement that ͞The whole is greater 
thaŶ the suŵ of its paƌts.͟ Oƌ to put it another way, border communities can multiply their resources 
and capability for constructive action by utilising combined social capital, in terms of retired local 
teachers; young adults; business people, builders, local politicians with deep local knowledge, 
contacts, and electricians, help-in-kind and so on: 
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Given widespread use of the internet, and social media such as Facebook and Twitter, a safe first 
step may be virtual meetings – crossing boundaries without ever leaving your home, or home land. 
For example initiating contact via Skype or other electronic audio-visual means such as YouTube.  
The intention is to enable dialogue - to defer tackling difficult issues, in the short-term, not to deny 
them. 
Conclusion 
The political philosopher, Alexis de Tocqueville, wrote On Democracy in 1835: 
The ͞stƌeŶgth of fƌee peoples ƌesides iŶ the local community. Local institutions are to liberty what 
primary schools are to science; they put it within the people's reach; they teach people to appreciate 
its peaceful enjoyment and accustom them to make use of it."  
Similarly, academics Stokes and Knight (1997:11) offer a challenge: ͞ǁe haǀe a dutǇ to eǆeƌĐise ouƌ 
power as citizens, thoughtfullǇ & ĐolleĐtiǀelǇ. If ǁe do Ŷot, ǁho shall ǁe ďlaŵe?͟ 
For too long the Central Governments of Armenia and Turkey have ebbed and flowed in their policy 
pronouncements around rapprochement; and yet – in 2015 – the common border remains sealed. 
Localised community engagement offers a complementary approach to national peace building and 
reconciliation. Only through contact, based on mutual needs and desires, can we move towards 
opening minds, and ultimately, the border. It remains a great, cheap and pragmatic possibility. 
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